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Preface 


Ow 


The book you are about to read is the work of one of Turkey’s 
most eminent, erudite and charismatic historians, who is currently 
the director of the Topkapi Palace Museum in Istanbul. Professor 
Ilber Ortayli, born in a refugee camp in Austria in 1947, the son 
of Crimean Tatars, has studied and taught at universities in Turkey 
and abroad, and published scholarly treatments of various aspects 
of Ottoman, Turkish and Russian history. In recent years he has 
been particularly engaged in attempting to foster a wider interest 
in history and trying to promote a more rounded and nuanced 
view of the Ottoman state, society and legacy. This has led him 
to write a string of popular histories, one of which is this book, 
originally published in 2006 with the title Osmanh’y Yeniden Kesfetmek 
(Rediscovering the Ottoman Empire). Professor Ortayli also currently 
hosts televised ‘history lessons’, which have met with critical and 
popular acclaim. 

This book is a collection of talks by the author on the central 
themes and institutions of Ottoman political, diplomatic, social and 
cultural life. According to Ortayli’s preface to the Turkish edition, 
the preparation of Osmant’y: Yeniden Kesfetmek was motivated by an 
upsurge in public interest in the Ottoman past that accompanied 
the celebration of the 700th anniversary of the founding of the 
Ottoman Empire in 1999. The reception of the book, published by 
Timas of Instanbul, was most impressive. Osmantt’y Yeniden Kesfetmek 
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has to date gone though twenty-six repri ith 164,000 copie . 
; 8 8 y eee et ee Di coy speakers who do not know the modern Turkish alphabet, there are 
being sold. These facts would seem to bear out Ortayli’s bold claim familiar | LAG ey OMe CHT SIG a toe 
that “Turkish society has started to shov interest in that sev Se eee ee ane, ig as cht anvchipsa 
cv ae : et even silent ‘g’ that lengthens a preceding vowel, ‘1’ as ‘i’ in ‘cousin’, “6’ as 
century-long phase of its history’, an interest that has gone beyond ‘eu’ in the French word ‘deux’, ‘s’ as ‘sh’ in ‘ship’, and finally ‘ii’ as 
. . e-. ? ? 
superficial idealising. in the French word ‘tu’. 
Prompted by the popularity of the book, and the stimulating 
interpretations, explanations, descriptions and details it contains, August 2008 Jonathan Ross 


I suggested to seven of my final-year students in the Department Istanbul 
of Translation and Interpreting Studies at Bogazici (Bosphorus) 

University, Istanbul, that they should each translate a number 

of chapters for their graduation projects. I would like to thank 

Muhammed Bahadir Cakmak, Ahsen Ekmekyermezofglu, Nilay 

Igdir, Sezin Kurucay, Esra Maden, Ash Polat and Cagla Ulupinar 

for their work in bringing this translation to fruition. 

One of the many challenges that they and I faced was 
producing an English text that would be meaningful and relevant 
to Anglophone readers, for the original had obviously been written 
for a Turkish audience. While ruminating on common prejudices 
and problems in contemporary Turkey, for instance, the author 
in the original often addresses his readers explicitly as fellow 
Turks and inheritors of the Ottoman legacy. He also relies on his 
readers having a basic knowledge of Turkish history, which leads 
him to leave some concepts, personalities and events unexplained. 
While preparing the text for publication, I certainly did not want 
to expunge the author’s inimitable voice, style and tone. I did, 
however, make some minor modifications that render the English 
text rather less entre nous than the Turkish one. Furthermore, my 
students and I added numerous footnotes, glosses and a glossary 
of Ottoman Turkish terms to make historical contexts and terms 
more understandable to English-speaking readers. We hope these 
interventions will make your discovery of the Ottoman Empire an 
even more rewarding experience. 

Finally, any terms in Ottoman Turkish, unless they have 
been incorporated into modern English, are italicised and spelt 
according to the modern Turkish convention. For those English 
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Be makam-1 Konstantiniyye el Mahmyye 
(Constantiniye—the protected domain) 


For centuries, the city we now call Istanbul was referred to in the 
decrees and records of the Ottoman Empire as Constantiniye, ‘the 
protected domain’. All over the Arab world, and throughout the 
history of Islam, the centre of the so-called ‘well-protected domains’ 
retained this name. Nobody ever belittled or repudiated the name 
of the ruler who had founded the city. And there is no doubt that 
this official name was not used for formal business alone. Right up 
until the very end of the Empire, some books still contained a plate 
on their first page, on which the place of publication was given as 
‘Konstantiniyye’. Ottoman Istanbul never regarded it as burdensome 
to bear the name of Constantine the Great. Hence, there is no need 
for us to be oversensitive when it comes to this name. 

It was only natural that the name ‘Constantine’ disturbed 
the Turks during the turbulent days of the War of Independence 
(1919-1923). This was because the Greeks, as one of the occupying 
Powers, attempted to have the name of King Constantine, then 


ruler of Greece, supplant that of the ancient Constantine the 
Great. 
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‘Istanbul’ by Peter Cock 


And this is why the name was officially excised. Of course, this 
great city had many other names. One of these was ‘Nea Roma’ 
or New Rome. Indeed, once Istanbul had fully established itself 
in the fourth century, Rome was the only other city on earth of a 
comparable size, and when Istanbul managed to become the centre 
of a stable, prosperous and powerful empire, within the space of 
just a couple of centuries, Nea Roma left its old counterpart far 
behind. The old Rome collapsed and disintegrated, its wealth 
declining and population decreasing; the new Rome, in contrast, 
began to flourish. 

Within two centuries of the foundation of Constantinople, 
there would be no city on earth larger than it. Alexandria in 
Egypt could not compare. Although an important religious centre, 
Jerusalem was small in size. Antioch no longer exhibited the 
splendour of ancient Syria, while Athens was in ruins. Nowhere 
could one find a city as splendid as Istanbul. Perhaps such cities 
had existed before, such as Damascus in the post-Umayyad period 
and Baghdad in the post-Abbasid period. Maybe during their 
glory days Isfahan and, before it, Qazvin and Nishapur could have 
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been counted as ‘great cities’. However, it is undeniable that for 
one thousand years there was no city more magnificent than 
Istanbul. 

In the middle of the sixth century, two architects, Anthemius 
of Miletus (today’s Milet in southern Turkey) and Isidorus of 
Tralleis (today’s Aydin) built a great church on the plot of a burnt- 
out church, the name of which was Hagia Sophia, meaning “Holy 
Wisdom’. This church might have only just survived until the 
present time had significant buttressing and restoration work not 
been carried out by the architect Sinan in the sixteenth century. All 
the same, Hagia Sophia was the first dome ever to be constructed 
on columns and arches. Not even the Romans and Byzantines, let 
alone other civilisations, were able to construct an edifice of similar 
size. Until the erection, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
of the great temples that would beautify the Ottoman capital even 
more, no building would be able to match the Hagia Sophia in 
terms of the height or size of its dome. 

Of course, we should not forget the architecture of Renais- 
sance Italy. But for nearly one thousand years, Istanbul and its 
great church were able to retain the attention of other nations. It 
was considered a privilege to go and see Istanbul. Some fortunate 
individuals from Italy, Greece, Syria, the Caucasus and the Crimea, 
from far-off Russia and even from Scandinavia, which was then 
inhabited entirely by hunter-gatherers, saw it as a blessing to have 
the chance to travel to Istanbul. Let us not forget that group of 
Russians and Swedes, the so-called “Varangians’, who were part of 
the household troops of the Byzantine Empire. And then there were 
those Russians who came to the city for the purpose of igen 
and described it with admiration and astonishment. 

On the whole European continent there was not one city 
that could compete with Istanbul, or Constantinople as it was 
then known. How could they? In its golden age, Cologne had a 
population of just ten thousand. Italy was home to a number of 
expanding cities, but even there the beautiful Venice, Pisa, ancient 
Rome and the emerging Florence had to wait until the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries to compete with Istanbul. It was impossible 
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to match Istanbul’s monuments. This is why, at the time of the 
Ottoman Empire, people referred to Istanbul simply as polis, the 
Greek for ‘city’, in the same way that the city had much earlier been 
known as urbis, the Latin for the same. 

As a result, Stenpolt, meaning ‘to the city’ or ‘in the city’, came 
to be the old name for Istanbul. During the siege by the Muslim 
Umayyad dynasty, the term Jstznbol established itself. In the course 
of history, the Turks started to use another word similar to the 
earlier name for the city. In the eighteenth century, Jslambol was 
used on some inscriptions and gravestones, and certainly also on 
official decrees and records. This was a clear sign that the city had 
become Islamised. However, this expression reflected the peculiar 
ethnic consciousness of the eighteenth century and did not survive 
for long, fading from use by the nineteenth century. 

Ottoman Istanbul was glorious and full of pomp, so that the 
attention of all the nations, east and west, lay on this city. There 
may have been equally populous cities in Iran (namely Isfahan), 
in Muslim India (Delhi), and in Central Asia; however, it was 
Istanbul’s richness, its original architecture and libraries, rather than 
its population, which attracted attention. Caravans consisting of 
camel after camel carried books to the city, and Istanbul’s libraries 
were full to overflowing. 

Istanbul’s wealth gave rise to various names for the city in 
the languages of different nations: the ‘Abode of Sovereignty’, the 
‘House of Felicity’, the “Sublime Porte’, the ‘House of the Holy 
Caliphate’ and the ‘Gate of Bliss’ were just some of the names 
for the city used by ordinary people up until the very end of the 
empire. Indeed, the names for Istanbul are countless. Its name in 
Slavic languages is Tsargrad, meaning ‘the city where the Tsar (or 
emperor) lives’. This name is still used in Bulgarian. As far as | 
know, the board in the waiting lounge at Sofia Airport still refers to 
Istanbul as Tsargrad. 

Because all of these names were used for the city that would 
be the sole, and then the greatest metropolis of the world for a 
thousand years, we should not reject any of them. There were many 
who wanted to capture the city, but its magnificent walls prevented 
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them. The ancestors of Turkey’s modern-day inhabitants captured 
the city using cannons—that is, the firearms of the modern age— 
and then defended it. Initially they converted great old churches 
into mosques, a conservation measure born of necessity. They then 
built newer mosques, the construction of which reached its peak in 
the sixteenth century. 

Istanbul followed a population policy that was well-suited to 
its needs. In order to increase the population of the city, not only 
were Muslims brought by force from Anatolia, but also Turkish- 
speaking Greek Christians from the Karaman region in Central 
Anatolia, followed by Greek-speakers and, finally, Armenians. 
Indeed, although Istanbul had never occupied a special place in 
the history and religious hierarchy of the Armenians, it was made 
the patriarchate for the entire Armenian community, with all the 
organisational trimmings this entailed. 

As a result of intense Jewish immigration in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries, Istanbul and Thessaloniki emerged as the two 
most important centres of the Jewish world. Various names for 
Istanbul indicate that the city still exists in the legends and tales of 
different nations. Even now, no other city is so frequently mentioned 
in the folklore of other nations as Istanbul. This aspect of the city 
should certainly be emphasised. 

Istanbul was a city of celebration and ceremony. Nowhere 
else, really, do we encounter the formal conventions and rituals 
that we find in Istanbul. In the sixteenth century, Spanish protocol 
dominated European palaces. French court etiquette and protocol 
only began to influence other nations with the reign of Louis XIV, 
towards the end of the seventeenth century and in the eighteenth 
century. 

When attending a meeting of university principals in the late 
1940s, the ex-principal of Istanbul University, my deceased teacher 
Siddik Sami Onar, stated, ‘Mine is the oldest university. I represent 
it, so my position in the protocol should be fixed accordingly.’ 
Naturally, universities such as the Sorbonne, Prague and Cambridge 
had to grant precedence to Istanbul, which had had a university 
since the age of Theodosius II, that is, in the fifth century. 
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Throughout the entire Middle Ages, Constantinople, which 
we also know as the Byzantine Empire, was the only place that 
fascinated other peoples, who in turn tried to emulate it. Books were 
written on the subject of the ceremonies of this city in order that 
people could find out about them. Even the emperors themselves 
wrote books on the form of ceremonies, such as De Ceremoniis Aulae 
Byzantinae, the work of the tenth century emperor Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus. There is no doubt that these conventions persisted 
within the Ottoman tradition from the fifteenth century on. 

How the ruler would live in this city, his daily contacts with 
statesmen in the palace, how he would eat and how certain cer- 
emonies would be held on particular days, especially the ceremony 
accompanying the walk to Friday prayers—all these were set down 
in great detail. These ceremonies were quite significant, not only for 
the people in the empire but for the entire Islamic world. Besides 
being a day of ceremonies, Friday was the day when justice would 
show its face, when people from the lowest strata of society, often 
coming from far-off villages, would make contact with the ruler 
and his viziers. Among the petitions, called Rikab-1 Humayun (the 
Imperial Stirrup), which petitioners would submit by grabbing the 
saddle of the sultan’s horse while he was passing by, there were 
not only Turkish documents but also those written in Greek and 
Slavic languages. This was a tradition that continued even into the 
nineteenth century. These petitions are accessible in the archives. 

As we see, then, the empire was a world empire and Istanbul 
was its capital. Every ceremony was an opportunity to demonstrate 
this. For instance, every three months the salary of the Janissary 
Corps' was distributed, a ceremony that had to be held in the 
palace. The salary to be given to each individual janissary was 
kept in leather bags, and high-ranking officers and soldiers of each 
corps assembled in the area. The sound of the giilbank? and gulgule’ 


1. The Janissary Corps (2énigert Ocag in Turkish) was an elite unit within the imperial 

army (Translator). 

The battle cry raised by janissaries before an attack (Translator) 

3. The yell produced by janissaries during the distribution of their salary 
(Translator). 
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produced by thousands of people was actually fairly harmonic. In 
today’s Turkish, we use the word gu/gu/ to denote tumult or disorderly 
noise; however, this was not the case then. The pageantry of the 
event, and the slogans chanted during the distribution of the salary, 
used to fascinate the foreign envoys present in the palace courtyard. 
Embassy delegates, after all, would attend this ceremony, as this was 
considered a very important day. 

The enthronement of a new emperor was celebrated by 
means of a procession through the city: after the sultan had girded 
his sword in the district of Eyiip, his procession would follow a route 
on land or water that was supposed to render him visible in every 
part of the city. 


‘The Golden Horn, the Bridge, and Galata’ by J. Godfrey 


In the middle of Ramadan, the sultan, the caliph of all 
Muslims, would pay a ceremonial visit to the Holy Mantle of the 
Prophet and the sacred relics section of the palace, after which the 
special procession of the Holy Mantle would take place amidst 
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much pomp. After this deeply religious ceremony, trays of baklava 
wrapped in silk cloths and prepared in the palace kitchens for 
distribution among the Aap:kulu Corps‘ were laid in front of the 
imperial kitchen, with one tray being allocated to ten soldiers. After 
the first tray of this Ramadan gift was taken by the chief weapons- 
bearer and his entourage on behalf of the sultan, officially the first 
janissary, two soldiers from each corps would haul away one of the 
trays in a disciplined manner and, led by significant members of 
their division, such as the supervisor of the palace’s servants and 
female slaves, the water-carrier, the chief and the officer in charge 
of the ceremony, they would exit through the gate. From there, the 
baklava procession would head to the barracks accompanied by 
gulgule and much pageantry, passing through the applauding crowds 
lined up along Divanyolu (Chancery Road). The trays and silk 
cloths would be brought back the next day. 

While wedding ceremonies were held for sultanas, the daugh- 
ters of sultans, this was not the case for princes, though the latter 
did have ostentatious circumcision ceremonies arranged for them. 
These ceremonies were also another occasion for the gulgule and 
lavish displays of the city’s soldiers, tradesmen and Islamic scholars 
or ulema. In the course of these ceremonies, the ordinary residents 
of Istanbul would spill out on to the streets, as would artisans and 
acrobats, and something of a trade fair would materialise in this 
way. 

All of these were thousand-year-old Eastern customs. Similar 
ceremonies were also observed in Iran and the Byzantine Empire; 
however, the most sophisticated ones took place in Ottoman Istanbul. 
These customs changed in the nineteenth century, when Istanbul 
entered a new phase. First of all, the sultan’s contact with the public 
took on a different form. But even then the old customs continued. 
For instance, everybody would watch the Friday ceremony. Rooms 
were prepared for women so that they could watch also. Security was 
maintained. In addition to Muslim soldiers, non-Muslim sergeants, 


4. This was the standing army of the Empire, directly accountable to the sultan 
(Translator). 
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lieutenants and privates were included in the greeting troop for the 
Friday ceremony. This was because the emperor leading the Friday 
ceremony was nominally the last Roman ruler and the ruler of all 
these earthly communities. Thus, communities had to pay tribute 
to the ruler. At the same time, Friday parades were ceremonies 
where imperial protocol became established. Hence, it was possible 
for ambassadors, and even for foreigners with no official status, to 
watch this ceremony. 

For example, one could see foreign ladies and non-Muslim 
Turkish women gathering in a corner and watching the ceremony. 
The ‘sword procession’ was another significant ceremony. Try to 
imagine the procession of the girded sultan from the district of 
Eyiip to the heart of the city and his throne. Until the very last days 
of the empire, this really was a very impressive ceremony, so much 
so that its sacredness had to be recognised not just by Ottoman 
society but by the whole world. During the First World War, the last 


‘Ceremony on the occasion of a Bairam in the Second 
Courtyard of the Topkapi Palace’ by P. Martini 


sultan girded his sword on the same day that he took the throne 
and participated in the enthronement ceremony. The city was then 
under bombardment from the British. People were throwing nails 
and bombs with their bare hands. 
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The procession advanced from Eyiip. Sultan Mehmet 
Vahideddin VI announced that the city would not be bombarded 
that day, and indeed not a single bomb exploded. After all, this was 
protocol, and the Ottoman Empire was one of the great states, even 
if it was the belligerent party. The enemy respected the ruler and 
his throne. The ceremonies in Istanbul and the imperial protocol 
were systems respected by the whole Eastern world. This should be 
emphasised. Day by day the importance of the empire’s procedures 
is becoming ever clearer, yet, unfortunately, much more research 
remains to be done on the protocol. 

Up until the nineteenth century, few cities could rival Istanbul's 
beauty. Perhaps one day this may be the case again. Where can 
one find another city with such beauty and such great potential for 
development? And one that possesses such a rich legacy? Which 
city has such a splendid skyline? The beauty of Istanbul fascinates 
the entire world, while its inner chaos tortures its inhabitants. For 
the last fifty years, everything has been done to destroy its beauty, 
yet it still remains attractive. 

The areas of Istanbul where these ceremonies took place must 
therefore be properly preserved. Where are they? Sultanahmet, the 
stretch of the street we call Divanyolu from Sultanahmet and on 
to at least Beyazit Square and the neighbourhoods of Aksaray and 
Siileymaniye. Unfortunately, we Turks have so far not been able to 
preserve these areas. If these roads and areas cannot be preserved, 
it will not be possible to protect, understand and resurrect either the 
six-century-long history of the Ottoman Empire, five centuries of 
which centred around Istanbul, or one thousand years of Roman 
history. And this long history is for us to preserve. Those who own 
this land have not only certain privileges but also certain obligations 
to meet and burdens to bear. To preserve and maintain this area of 
three square kilometres is a binding duty. 
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The age of Sultan Siileyman the Lawgiver—or Siileyman the 
Magnificent, as he is referred to in the West—is known as the heyday 
of the Ottoman Empire and possibly even the most glorious era in 
Turkish history. The histories of mighty nations tend to contain both 
periods of this kind and years marked by melancholy and incident, 
though the duration of such periods, of course, varies from case to 
case. Some estimate that the golden age of the Ottoman Empire 
lasted two and a half centuries, and divide the remaining history of 
the empire into periods of foundation and decline. Our focus here 
is not on the geographical and historical features of empires, yet it 
is certain that the reign of Sultan Siileyman is not the only period 
in history to have been viewed in retrospect with a certain nostalgia. 
For centuries after the forty-four year rule of Sultan Siileyman, his 
reign was regarded as a model, and this perception has survived 
down to the present thanks to the style, sentiment and even criticism 
of manifold historians and political commentators. 

As for literature, this period brought forth the greatest 
poets in Ottoman and Turkish literary history. We are still trying 
to understand who these people were, what it was that they were 
enthusing about, and what made their art so special. One often 
hears the lament that ‘no one reads old books any more’. But it 
is not the fault of these books if they are not read, but rather that 
of those Turkish youth who speak and write with a vocabulary of 
just one thousand (largely ‘modern Turkish’) words, and of the 
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adults and educationalists who have raised these youngsters in this 
way. I strongly believe that once the Turkish people begin to learn 
more about their literature and language, and conduct research 
more effectively, these ‘old books’ will be seen as treasures worth 
rediscovering. Just think that, during the age of such great poets, 
Siileyman the Lawgiver and Hiirrem Sultan—that is, a sultan truly 
deserving of the title ‘emperor’ and his favourite wife—composed 
poems of some quality. Significant masters of painting and the art 
of the miniature also lived in this age. Hundreds upon hundreds of 
books from across the East were brought to Istanbul by caravan, and 
the libraries of the city overflowed with the most valuable Eastern 
manuscripts. But Istanbul also gathered works from the West. One 
of Siileyman the Magnificent’s prized viziers, the stately Ibrahim 
Pasha,? who would eventually fall foul of politics and plunge from 
being ‘Ibrahim the Commended’ to ‘Ibrahim the Condemned’, 
almost managed to bring Venetian taste and the Renaissance to 
Istanbul. To give one example: when Ibrahim Pasha returned from 
the 1526 Mohacs campaign in Hungary, bringing back from the 
province of Buda a statue-group of Apollo, Hercules and Diana, 
he had this sculpture erected in front of the palace bearing his 
name, which is now used as the Islamic Works Museum, an act so 
contentious that it eventually precipitated a rebellion. 

During this era, Turkish architecture came to be less shaped by 
local peculiarities and more subject to centralisation. For instance, 
when you look at a mosque built during the reign of Mehmet the 
Conqueror (1432-1481) in today’s Greece, as in Morea, Athens or 
Ioannina, you can see the impact of the final phase of the Byzantine 
era, the period of the Palaeologus dynasty. Mosques in this style 
were eyen to be found in Istanbul itself. In the sixteenth century, 
however, medreses (Islamic religious schools), mosques and fountains 
constructed in a distinct style emerged across the empire, from 
Bosnia to Aleppo in today’s Syria and as far as Egypt, as if they had 
been built to a standard plan issued by a Ministry of Public Works. 


9. ‘Pasha’ (Turkish “Pasa’) was a title awarded by the Ottoman sultan to high- 
ranking civilian and military officials (Translator). 
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One genius played a pivotal role in this centralisation process: Sinan 
the master architect. 


‘Siileymaniye Mosque’ by Thomas Allom 


So who was Sinan? We know that he was a deustrme, a Christian 
conscript to the Imperial Army. Those children who were recruited 
into the Engineering Corps or the army’s own Royal Court of 
Architects were able to begin their military service later than 
was the case with other devsirmes. This is because they had to be 
masters or students of a specific art or craft. Much has been made 
of the ethnic origin of some of these men, but it is not possible to 
determine ethnic origin in a sound manner. Sinan was an architect 
for the Ottoman Empire and an Ottoman himself. And these are 
no empty words, for, as we shall see, Sinan really did transcend all 
local traits and ethnic attributes. 

An architect recruited into the Royal Court of Architects 
would, of course, have been a soldier, and an officer at that. Why 
did Sinan travel across the empire? The reason is that during long 
campaigns there were always bridges and water resources in need of 
repair. Warehouses and depots in which the army could be quartered 
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had to be maintained, and, of course, mosques were waiting to be 
built or restored. To undertake these projects, an architect had to 
develop an awareness of local art forms and materials and learn 
how to apply them. There was a need to employ local craftsmen 
too. This is why architects rapidly acquired a cosmopolitan vision 
and enjoyed opportunities and an education which, even today, 
students of architecture can only dream of. 

Today, it is not viable to take architecture students around 
Italy, England, Egypt, China and India, to have them comment on 
the works of art before their eyes, and to introduce them to the great 
artisans and architects of these lands. We should thus appreciate 
how lucky architects such as Sinan were to learn their skills on the 
territory of the Ottoman Empire, which then stretched across three 
continents and incorporated many of the major civilisations of its 
day. 

Within a very short space of time, Sinan and his ilk became 
versed in the geographical conditions and materials of the entire 
empire, familiarised themselves with the distinct styles of individual 
craftsmen, and managed to develop a standard architecture, to such 
an extent that one does not need to be an expert in architecture to 
recognise that the Osman Shah Mosque in Trikala, Greece, the 
mosques of Aleppo, and certain buildings in Istanbul are the work 
of one architect, Sinan. Possessing such a unique style is a hallmark 
of genius. 

Through the contributions of Sinan and others, Turkish 
art passed through a period which we have come to designate as 
the period of ‘Ottoman art’. This coincided with a new era in 
the administration of the state. The sixteenth century saw the 
adoption of a style of administration that was more orthodox and 
conservative in terms of religion. People began to embrace the 
literature of the Ancient Middle East and of Islam. Indeed, Ebu’s- 
Su‘ud Effendi, the empire’s ultimate religious authority (a function 
which would later be officially assigned to the Sheikh ul-Islam) was also 
deemed to be the highest authority in literary matters. Meanwhile, 
individuals like Mullah Kabiz, who proposed a more conservative 
interpretation of life, were in vogue. Mysticism prevailed in every 
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field of folk literature and divan literature, as it even did in poetry 
and prose. Of course, it was inevitable that the literature of that 
time would have some degree of profundity. 

The area within the boundaries of the state was rightfully 
referred to as Orbis Ottomanorum, or the ‘World of the Ottomans’. 
The borders of the empire stretched from the boundaries of today’s 
Hungary in the west to Georgia in the east, and from the plains of 
Ukraine in the north to the province of Habesh in modern Ethiopia. 
Finally, in the course of the sixteenth century, other territory was 
added, namely the so-called Garp Ocaklan® of Algeria, Tunisia and 
Libya, the land in the basin of the Red Sea as far as Yemen, and 
the Persian Gulf. 

Try to picture it. The empire we are talking about encompassed 
every religion and an incredible number of languages. A wise 
person able to travel around the empire, to observe and learn, would 
doubtless have turned out to be extremely creative. Even today no 
group of people could be said to enjoy such an opportunity. The 
Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth century was a military empire 
and, notwithstanding the limitations of military life, it gave a 
certain minority the chance to discover many things, and thus both 
learn rapidly and advance new models. This great patchwork of 
religions, languages and races had very little in common with the 
colonial empires of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, since 
the Ottoman Empire was a commonwealth of countries. People 
within the empire enjoyed ‘vertical equality’. This meant that, in 
both theory and practice, every single inhabitant of the empire 
had the chance to be promoted upwards and hold a position in a 
decision-making body at the centre of the state. 

Alongside religious law, a well-respected customary law was 
applied, while Christians and Jews lived under the laws of their 
own communities. Indeed, for the Greek Orthodox community, 
this was the period referred to as Turkokratia, when the texts and 
jurisprudence of late Byzantine law still held sway. The empire was 
huge; there was not yet, however, anything like the extravagance in 


6. Ottoman vilayets (provinces) (Translator). 
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civil life that the empires of the modern age would display. To be 
sure, one of the main concerns of the time was that the extensive 
resources that made the empire rich, and the use of these resources, 
would lead public institutions, rulers and administrators to lose their 
authority and become set in their ways. But while the mosques, 
fountains, medreses and great covered bazaars were attractive 
buildings, Topkapi Palace, for all its elegance, was not the most 
beautiful and ornate building in sixteenth-century Istanbul. 

As the great Ottoman historian Halil Inalcik has pointed out, 
the state and land were managed by people who possessed wealth 
and security. In the 1500s, the income of a sanjakbey’ was around 
12,000 pieces of gold, while the estate of the wealthiest merchant 
in Bursa could have amounted to as much as 4000 pieces of gold. 
It was people with this financial capacity who created the works 
of art we have mentioned. Similarly, members of the ulema class, 
who enjoyed high salaries, used their wealth to promote new artistic 
projects. 

Being an architect in Ottoman society did not mean simply 
being a master builder. The chief architect had the authority to 
determine the height of a building, to decide whether or not a 
balcony could protrude over a street, and, in the event of a decision 
being violated, to order the demolition of a building. This was how 
a ban on the erection of high buildings in Sultanahmet Square, 
designed to protect the cisterns underneath, was maintained until 
the end of the nineteenth century. However, in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, particularly the latter, buildings flouting this 
rule appeared. 

In terms of its functions and organisation, the Royal Court of 
Architects was a part of the Janissary Corps. Those who entered this 
organisation would find themselves absorbed into a certain culture, 
that is, the culture of the Ottoman Imperial Court, and would 


7. Sanjakbey was the title of an official in military and administrative command of a 
sanjak (district). The term bey had already been used prior to the Ottoman period 
to refer to the chieftain or ruler of a relatively small territory. Later on it came to 
be used as an expression of courtesy when appended to a man’s first name (c.g. 
Ahmet Bey) (Translator). 
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develop a distinct form of personality, one from which several great 
geniuses blossomed. 

The number of works Master Sinan actually produced is still 
a matter of controversy. People continue to discuss buildings of his 
that have disappeared, the ones still standing, and his method of 
design. Although none of his plans have survived, his notebooks 
do contain miniature plans and drawings. We know, moreover, 
that every day Sinan constructed models using Lego-like material, 
developing these models and using them to get a sense of the 
environment of the structure in question. We should not forget that, 
in the period we are concerned with, there were no railways and no 
air transportation. It was impossible for this architectural general 
to serve simultaneously in all four corners of the empire and to 
supervise the construction of every single building in person. It is 
quite clear that he led an architectural school and that there were 
master craftsmen and other architects and apprentices who grasped 
his style and technique. 


*Schzade Mosque’ by Eugéne Flandin 
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This is how buildings bearing Sinan’s hallmark and reflecting 
his perspective shot up throughout the empire, even in places he 
was unable to visit personally. Sinan was a genius who conferred 
his own style and the ambiance of the Ottoman centre upon the 
geography and art of the empire. Today, the Istanbul district of 
Siileymaniye, the location of Sinan’s modest yet charming tomb, 
can be seen as the quintessence of Sinan’s artistry, manifesting as it 
does a unity of style and originality. With an area of just 1.5 square 
kilometres, Siileymaniye is central to the identity of every Turk. Itis 
the Turk’s title deed over these lands. And the lackadaisical attitude 
of Turkish citizens towards Siileymaniye, the abandoning of this 
district to the tumult of the metropolis, is nothing less than an act of 
vandalism; an act, moreover, which will be a source of great shame 
for us Turks in the eyes of future generations. 

The mansion in Sultanahmet known as the “Green House’, 
which has been restored by the Turkish Touring and Automobile 
Club, is today being used as a hotel. Furniture from Milan has 
been installed in it, some of it original, some not. All the same, 
the Club is one of the main organisations capable of keeping alive 
that Sultanahmet atmosphere, which is disappearing day by day. 
Sogukcesme Street, which I remember from my youth as a pile of 
ruins, has emerged as a venue that could reveal something of this 
atmosphere and offer visitors to Istanbul accommodation and a 
place to relax in tranquillity. One of the buildings in Sogukcesme 
Street houses a library that may be considered one of Istanbul's 
countless treasures, namely the personal library of the Istanbul- 
lover and expert Celik Giilersoy. What makes this library special 
is its rich collection of domestic and foreign travellers’ accounts 
about Istanbul, and monographs on the Byzantine and Ottoman 
periods. 
Undoubtedly the most significant architectural work situated 
between Hagia Sophia and Sogukcesme Street is the Cafer Aga 
Medrese, which dates back to the classical age in Ottoman history.’ 


8. Historians of the Ottoman Empire generally date this age as extending from 
1300 to 1600 (Translator). 
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This building, which is managed by the Turkish Cultural Services 
Foundation, is a venue for exhibitions and lectures on Ottoman arts 


such as calligraphy and paper marbling. 


PL 


FORCED RECRUITMENT INTO 
THE OTTOMAN ELITE 
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The practice of devserme, the recruitment of boys for the Ottoman 
army, is one of the topics that has most occupied scholars of Ot- 
toman history. In brief, devgirme was introduced in response to the 
need for young blood in the Sipah?’ and Janissary Corps, which were 
branches of the Aapkulu Corps. Christian boys were recruited to 
the army, but there is no evidence of a Jewish youngster ever being 
drafted. The reason for this was neither anti-Semitism nor ant- 
Judaism but the fact that the Jews constituted an urban community. 
One of the guiding principles of the phenomenon of devsirme was 
that urban boys were not to be recruited, because they were shrewd 
and likely to have certain tendencies and to be involved in certain 
movements. They would have developed their own cultural person- 
alities and identities, so that a corps would not be able to impose on 
them the streamlined and homogenous identity required. 

A frequently repeated misconception is that Muslims were 
not recruited either. In general, this was the case, yet there were 
exceptions, which are detailed in the entry on devsirme in the 
authoritative Encyclopaedia of Islam. Boys from some Muslim villages 
were recruited because the villagers actually requested it. 

Deusirme was carried out every few years rather than annually, 
because the need for it was determined on the basis of the number 


9. The Sipaki Corps was made up of feudal cavalrymen (Translator). 
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of soldiers in the army. Generally, the number of boys recruited 
was limited to a few thousand. Sometimes it could reach five or six 
thousand, but the number of recruits would never exceed this. Some 
historians from the Balkans, and other Christian writers incapable 
of consulting the Ottoman sources, have argued inaccurately 
that the Ottomans recruited the whole young generation into the 
army and “Turkified’ them, thereby preventing the Balkan youth 
from revolting or even declaring independence. These spurious 
arguments have no basis in reality and have been refuted by other 
Balkan historians who apply proper methods of historical research, 
such as Vasiliki Papoulia from Greece. 

Depending on the need for soldiers at a certain juncture, 
sometimes it was not just boys from the Balkans who were 
recruited but also boys from central Anatolia. It is well-known that 
Sinan was recruited to the Royal Corps of Architects from this 
region. Devsirme, which was carried out even in the Caucasus, was 
undertaken by expert authorities and clerks renowned for their 
honesty, who had a good understanding of physiognomy and were 
able to estimate the actual capacity of a boy. These authorities and 
clerks would visit certain regions and recruit boys, especially those 
living in villages. As mentioned above, devgirme did not take place 
every year but rather once every two or three years, and sometimes 
even less frequently. The authorities, moreover, were not allowed 
to recruit a family’s only son. Indeed, in order for devgirme to take 
place, the members of a community had to give their collective 
consent. This condition, I suppose, was in part a reflection of a 
sort of tacit agreement to avoid conflict, in part an element of a 
social contract. 

Some villages were so poor that they had lost all hope for the 

future. In places like the mountain villages of the Caucasus and 
of Shkodér in Albania, it was very difficult to feed children and to 
provide work for them when they grew up, as there were simply 
no fields to be tilled, no animals to be grazed, and no tools. There 
was also little opportunity for the young to get married and move 
away. In such regions, families would practically wait for the deuserme 
authorities to show up. 
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Villages were the preferred target of devszrme, since it was easier 
to change the religion and language of the boys there. It would be 
wrong, however, to believe the author Ivo Andrig who, in his rather 
quaint and moving novel The Bridge over the Rwer Drina, suggested 
that little boys of about three or four years old were simply popped 
in a basket and carried off. Boys of this age were not recruited, 
because they could still come down with infantile diseases, and the 
state was not in a position to deal with illnesses such as measles and 
diphtheria. The state would recruit boys who had got over these 
diseases and who—to use the Persian term preferred by the clerks— 
were gulamche, corresponding to garcon or Anabe; in other words, boys 
of school-going age. Thus, a boy would have to be older than nine 
in order to be recruited. At the same time, boys above the age of 
fourteen or fifteen, referred to in the sources as sakall: (bearded), 
were rarely recruited. It was believed that they were too old to train, 
in line with Virgil’s dictum, ‘As the twig is bent, the tree inclines’. 

This said, in some cases, boys with a certain amount of 
experience as apprentices or assistant-workers were recruited 
into specific units of the army that demanded a high degree of 
specialisation, such as the Hassa Mimarlar Ocag: (Imperial Corps of 
Architects), which dealt with fortification and architecture, and the 
Lagumeuar (Corps of Sappers). Presumably, Mimar Sinan was one of 
these recruits. In this and similar cases, ethnicity was not a factor, 
and the Ottoman state never considered the ethnic background 
of those it recruited. To give a clear example, in Central Anatolia 
devsirme was carried out among the Karamanli community, who 
were ethnically Turkish but Christian by religion. 

More often than not, young recruits were beyond the age 
when they could forget their identities; they were able to remember 
where they came from and who their mother, father and relatives 
were. One such example was the Bosnian Serb Mehmet Sokolovic. 
Many years after being recruited through devsirme, the now grand 
vizier Sokullu Mehmet Pasha used the very same system to find 
positions in the civil service for his entire family. He even appointed 
one relative as beylerbey (governor), while allowing another to become 
the Patriarch of the Serbs. 
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There is a nice story told from time to time. On a cold winter’s 
day, a southern Albanian woman gave a pair of worn-out shoes 
to her fellow countryman Ayas Mehmet. When he grew up and 
became the sadrazam (grand vizier) of Siileyman the Magnificent, 
he filled the shoes with gold and sent them back to the poor woman. 
As this anecdote suggests, everybody knew where they came from; 
on the other hand, the recruited boys did forget their language and 
religion. 

After being recruited, boys were made to march—a reasonable 
measure, given that they were old enough to do so and were healthy. 
They were brought to certain centres, where they were circumcised 
and sorted according to their qualities. The really bright and 
handsome ones were taken to the Enderun (literally, ‘interior’ or 
‘inner section’, the elite boarding school for devgirmes), where they 
were to be trained to serve in the palace. After their training, they 
would be expected to ‘ascend to the Birun’ (literally, ‘exterior’ or 
‘outer section’), which entailed them either becoming sanjakbeys or 
gaining a comparable position within the state hierarchy. 

There was practically no other country on earth that could 
boast a ruling elite as impressive as that of the Ottoman state, since 
this elite was composed of physically impeccable and exceptionally 
bright statesmen, the créme de la créme of the races from which they 
stemmed. This is evident also from the accounts of voyagers. In 
all that sizable class there was not one diseased individual, because 
those that had risen to that level had been carefully selected and 
primed. 

Contrary to a widespread belief, not every boy was taken 
away by force. As we have seen, some poor villages were very happy 
to have their young men recruited, believing this was the only way 
their sons could survive and ascend to higher positions. Needless 
to say, some boys would become soldiers or janissaries and end up 
dying in war. Others, though, could go on to become a grand vizier 
and determine the destiny of a huge empire, as happened with 
Sokullu Mehmet Pasha and Mahmud Pasha. Similarly, while one 
boy entering the Turkish Military Academy today might become 
the chief of staff (or even the president, as happened in the past), 
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another will retire without even becoming a colonel. Likewise, not 
every young person who manages to get into the renowned School 
of Political Science in Ankara (Miilkiye) is destined to become an 
ambassador, district governor or undersecretary; some will remain 
minor clerks in a provincial administration. 

Like the Miilkiye, the Enderun was not a school as we know 
it, with classrooms and the like. Students there would receive in- 
service training and be promoted from one section to the next. If 
the work they did at the palace met with approval, they would be 
entrusted with tasks that brought them closer to the sultan. In the 
Enderun, they received both verbal and face-to-face education in 
many subjects, such as sports, painting, literature and calligraphy. 

Boys had the opportunity to learn as much about these 
subjects as their capacities allowed. This did not mean, however, 
that every child would become well-educated. If a boy had not 
received enough education or had started his education at the rank 
of soldier, he could still be illiterate even when becoming a grand 
vizier, which was the case with Kemankes (archer) Kara Mustafa 
Pasha. However, there were also well-educated people among the 
Enderun graduates, such as the above-mentioned Mahmud Pasha 
and Sokullu Mehmet Pasha, and Cagalzade Sinan Pasha. We also 
come across examples of writers like Liitfi Pasha. Grand vizier 
K6pmiilii Mehmet Pasha was not learned himself but his sons were 
eminent miiderrises (medrese teachers) of their time. 

Being a devgirme was a way of life. These boys learned Turkish, 
and even the ones not accepted into the Enderun were sent to 
villages around Istanbul to live together with a Turkish family: 
It would evidently have taken a certain length of time before a 
child who had grown up speaking a Balkan language, and in the 
culture associated with it, would see the Ottoman language and 
culture as his own. The knowledge of Turkish and religion that 
a prospective janissary acquired was a crucial component of his 
education. These boys were not taught the sophisticated religiosity 
to which medrese students were exposed; the basic objective of their 


religious education was to equip them with the piety of an ordinary 
villager. 
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A language and civilisation is best acquired among ordinary 
people. For instance, if a teenager wants to learn French, he or she 
should—in my opinion—go off to the French countryside or stay 
with a rural family and acquaint themselves with French culture 
in that way. Not everyone is capable of picking up a language 
overnight while studying it at university. The sources inform us, by 
way of contrast, that the devsirmes gradually learned to sing songs 
and to chant the prayers that the people of that time would recite. 

Not all devgirmes were ordinary country folk. Sometimes the 
authorities persuaded distinguished families to hand over their sons, 
a practice not at odds with Ottoman tradition. Even children of 
some Byzantine nobles, such as those from the Evrenosoglu and 
Mihaloglu families, joined the army during the final years of the 
empire, as did members of the Byzantine dynasty, like Murat Pasha 
of the Paleologus dynasty and Semsi Pasha of the Isfandiyaroglu 
dynasty. 

In the aftermath of a war, the ulema and the very capable 
officials responsible for implementing devsirme would adopt the 
following strategy towards the families from which they intended to 
recruit, a strategy that was followed in the cases of Mahmud Pasha 
and Sokullu Mehmet Pasha. They would try and persuade the 
families, saying to them: ‘Give us your child and he can become a 
Muslim, which will be good for you and good for us.’ As a matter of 
fact, Sokullu Mehmet Pasha, who rose to such prominence within 
the Ottoman Empire, came from a very famous and educated 
clerical family. He would, though, go on to become a devout 
Muslim, which was the primary aim of the devgirme system. 

It is crucial to understand precisely how this system of 
assimilation and education worked and how the devstrmes came to 
accept it. The Enderun was a self-contained institution with its own 
rules and practices, and we need to study its history very thoroughly. 
Pupils addressed one another as siz, the Turkish equivalent to the 
vous form in French—there was no room for casualness. They 
had to be extremely respectful towards the officials in charge of 
their dormitories and to the dormitory-monitors. They also had 
to comply with a very strict regime that dictated when they would 
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dine, wash, wake up and go to sleep. Some refer to this regim 
with good reason, as the “Ottoman court etiquette’ (Osman: Sara 
Medeniyeti). At this point it is necessary to emphasise that spurious 
notions such as Enderun oglant (‘pretty boy of the Enderun’) have no 
basis in historical reality. 

The Enderun bears a remarkable likeness to the Society of 
Jesus (Jesuits) founded later on by Christians, during the Renaissance 
period. Both institutions applied strict rules to individuals. For 
example, Jesuits also addressed each other with the vous form, and 
it was out of the question for youngsters within the sect to act in an 
informal manner. There was constant surveillance, both at night 
and during the day, which is exactly how the Enderun functioned. 
It was the discipline instilled at the Enderun that made it possible to 
establish Ottoman court etiquette in no time at all. Of course, the 
Enderun also had a female counterpart, namely the harem. 

The girls in the harem were not brought there purely for 
the benefit of the sultan. It is true that there were some girls who 
possessed certain qualities which destined them to be presented 
to, and admired by, the sultan. The rest, however, would stay and 
serve in the harem. Most importantly, they would learn Turkish, 
Islam and court etiquette, some of them later going on to marry 
men who had been promoted from the Enderun to the Birun. 
For this reason, while it could not be claimed that the Ottoman 
Empire possessed a blood aristocracy or offered its upper echelons a 
distinct and superior legal status, Ottoman society resembled other 
societies of its time in that they all created an elite class through 
marriage. Members of this class ruled the empire together with the 
sultan as long as their physical and mental health allowed them to. 
The moment they lost the capacity to fulfil their responsibiliues, 
they were excluded from this class. After all, they enjoyed no legal 
privileges whatsoever. 

Devgirme started to decline in the seventeenth century. 
According to the information provided by the famous Ottoman 
traveller Evliya Celebi, about 8,000 boys were recruited during the 
reign of Murat IV (1612-1640), while in the eighteenth century, 
during the reign of Ahmet III (1673-1736), the number decreased to 
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almost 1,000. However, from the middle of the eighteenth century, 
Anatolian Turks like the future grand vizier Damat Ibrahim Pasha 
of Nevsehir were also included in this category. What is more, the 
division of the army based in the Topkapi Palace known as the 
Kiiliifli Baltacilar (literally, ‘sidelocked axemen’) always included 
Turks. The men serving in this unit, like Baltace Mehmet Pasha and 
Halil Hamit Pasha of Isparta, as well as the Muslim devsirmes from 
the Caucasus, were stationed in the ‘outer dormitory’ of the palace. 
From the eighteenth century on, however, this division effectively 
ceased to exist. 

Deusirme was practiced from the middle of the fifteenth century 
until the eighteenth century; that is, it was a tradition followed for 
a little more than two centuries out of a total imperial history of 
six centuries. During its lifetime, the empire managed to overcome 
even greater problems using various methods, which need to be 
dealt with separately. 


HL 
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What do we mean by the “Ottoman family’? I could certainly 
have tackled this topic under the heading “The family in Ottoman 
society but have not done so for one reason: although we are 
dealing here with an empire—in reality, the last of the traditional 
empires—the various communities within this vast territory did 
share some common features, despite the fact that they adhered to 
various religions and spoke manifold languages. First and foremost 
among these features was the family. 

The areas of settlement in the empire were extremely varied, 
from the desert of Arabia with its tribes, to the cities on the coast 
of the Balkans and the Adriatic, to a world capital like Istanbul. 
Given this heterogeneity, it is natural that people were at the mercy 
of very different social structures and that a wide range of social 
formations presented themselves. All the same, within this society 
there was great uniformity when it came to the family. So much 
so that, whether you went to the villages or towns on the banks 
of the River Danube, to the Euphrates Basin, to the coasts of the 
Caucasus or the Najaf Desert in today’s Iraq, you would not find 
many differences with regards to people’s conceptualisation of the 
family, of relationships within the family, and of the role played by 
the family in the life of the individual. Or perhaps it would be more 
accurate to say that a person who knew a number of rules, laws and 
traditions would have at their disposal a model for how to behave, 
which tells us that a certain social standard had emerged. 
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When we say the ‘Ottoman family’, we do of course mean 
Christians and Jews as much as Muslims, whereby the latter group 
consists of both Sunnis and followers of other sects under the 
umbrella of Islam. In all these cases, the family was the basis of 
society. Let us look at the family from two perspectives: from the 
perspective of the state and from the perspective of society. For the 
state, the family was the fundamental unit, the unit of production, 
and thus the unit to be taxed. In the nineteenth century it was the 
unit of ahz-2 asker, that is, the principal unit from which soldiers 
were recruited. It was also the administrative unit through which 
the state could liaise with its subjects. 

Marriages between Muslim subjects are said to have been 
registered in the ser tyye sictli, the court records. Clearly, though, not 
everyone would, or could, register their marriage in this way. The 
important thing was that people had to announce their marriages 
to their own religious community by means of a small ceremony 
carried out according to the norms of that community. (This was a 
tradition, not an actual obligation.) After this, the married couple 
would be known as husband and wife, and, together with any 
children that they may have and any elderly members of the older 
generation living in the house, they would constitute a family. 

The Ottoman family had some rules of its own too. It was 
patriarchal, so the state registered only the father and sons as tax- 
payers, a practice that applied to other religions as much as it did to 
Muslims. The Ottoman family was consecrated through a religious 
procedure, a registration. For Muslims, it was a marriage ceremony 
performed by the imam, an essential tradition. For the Christian 
community, a religious marriage would take place, which would 
be noted in the church records, and the married couple would be 
recognised as a family. In this family, in case of death, the estate 
would be divided according to religious rules. 

We do, however, encounter very interesting exceptions. 
When we look at the court registers, we see that in some cases non- 
Muslims applied for the estate to be divided in accordance with 
the inheritance rules of Islamic law, which are known as ahkém- 
Jeraiz. For instance, in Armenian families the estate of the deceased 


30 ~ Discovering the Ottomans ae ee: a 
c The Ottoman Family ~ 31 


was allocated to daughters, sons and wives according to these rules 
Why? Because the rules and ways of life of these two communities 
were evidently very similar, in that the dowry was given to th 
daughter and she was married off. The remaining sons wer 
expected to have an equal share of the fields, garden and tools 
In other words, similarities in lifestyle brought with them a certair 
standardisation in legal procedures and a comparable approach 

the division of property. 

There can be no doubt that, in this society, the most important 
element in the shaping of the family was the woman. A number of 
rather questionable theories relating to the status of the Ottoman 
Turkish woman have been proposed. These misconceptions maj 
have arisen from the inaccuracy or misinterpretation of Ottoman 


separated, the child, especially if it was a daughter, would be given 
to the woman. Schweigger also pointed out that women enjoyed 
freedom of movement. This is how one medieval writer personally 
saw the situation of Ottoman women, but it is striking that, in the 
eyes of this conservative German Protestant, the Ottoman woman 
enjoyed freedom within this society. 

The Ottoman family is said to have exemplified the ‘community 
type of family’; in other words, to have been an extended family. 
But this is a slightly erroneous sociological misrepresentation. 
It is widely presumed that, in an agricultural society, the model 
of the extended family would prevail. However, this was not the 
case. Especially in the nineteenth century, in cities like Istanbul, 
the predominant model was the nuclear family, consisting of the 


sources, or they may simply be knee-jerk reactions. ‘To be sur mother, the father and the children. 
women did have secondary status within the Ottoman family, and Having said this, although the nuclear family prevailed in the 
this was the case for Muslim Turks, Arabs, Armenians and Greeks Ottoman Empire, it was the neighbourhood that played the crucial 
However, it is certainly wrong to lump together the lifestyle and role. The neighbourhood was the foundation for the Ottoman 
position of women in distant Arabia with the conditions in Bosnia, family. This worked in various ways. A family could only settle in 
on the banks of the Danube and in Central Anatolia. a neighbourhood with the permission of other neighbours. Thus, 
The notion of the ‘imprisoned woman’ holds little water. In other neighbours enjoyed the right to keep an eye on this family, to 
Ottoman society, the woman did get out of the house and she also warn the family should they display any improper conduct, and even 
appeared in public. Although there were exceptions and certain to expel them from the neighbourhood. And the latter did happen. 
local sensitivities, women did generally go to bazaars, especially At the end of the sixteenth century, the first ambassador of England 
in Istanbul and smaller localities of the empire. Visits to tombs to the Ottoman Empire, Edward Barton, who was sent by Queen 
were so popular among women that they did not just go to Muslim Elizabeth, was living in the Istanbul neighbourhood of Tophane. As 
tombs but also declared it their responsibility to celebrate in May he was rather partial to the good life, he would organise extremely 
the Virgin Mary’s ascension to heaven. This is why, on the so-called noisy soirées, at which alcohol was served. The people from the 
"Day of Black Mary’, when the Virgin Mary’s ascension to heaven neighbourhood came together, submitted a petition and managed 
was commemorated, Christian and Muslim women could be seen to expel the ambassador. This happened prior to the Treaty of 
together in the churches located within the city walls. One traveller Westphalia (1648), so diplomatic immunities and exemptions did not 
who reported this was Salomon Schweigger, who commented on yet exist, yet it is nonetheless striking that the person being expelled 
the status of Ottoman women in his travel book of the sixteenth from the neighbourhood was an ambassador of a queen. The same 
century, Lin newe Reybeschrecbung auf Teutschland nach Constantinopel und thing was also done to some foreign tradesmen. All in all, the peace 
Jerusalem (A New Description of a Journey from Germany to Constantinople and harmony of the neighbourhood were very significant. 
and Jerusalem). According to Schweigger, a Turkish man was not in This shows us, moreover, that such a thing as uniformity and 
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What was the significance of the Ottoman Empire? 
What kind of lives did people live? What lessons can 
be drawn from the civilization that the Ottomans 
created? What does the Ottoman Empire mean to us 
today? One of Turkey's leading historians answers 
all these questions in Discovering the Ottomans, a 
brilliant set of learned and engaging reflections on 


the everyday life, legacy and enduring relevance of 
the Ottomans. 


Ilber Ortayli is the Director of the 

Topkapi Palace Museum, Professor 

| of History at Galatasaray University 

in Istanbul and Bilkent University 

in Ankara and is one of Turkey’s 

leading authorities on Ottoman 

history, known for making history accessible to a Fi f 
wider audience. Pf 
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‘Lyrical yet careful, this introduction to the ye 
Ottoman reality will soon become a classic of ; 
popular history-writing.’ 
T.J. Winter, 


